202           SELF-SELECTED    ESSAYS

old form, is something more than a collection of re-
cipes and notes on marketing, kitchen utensils and
table decoration; it is a social document, a glimpse of
a vanished world; it has an atmosphere, a flavour, of
its own. Not merely on account of what they put in,
but also on account of what they leave out, all such
big books composed strictly in one key, have their
own particular atmosphere, something upon which it
is difficult to lay a finger, something not to be found
in this chapter or that, but which pervades the whole,
which calls up to the wandering and sensitive mind
associations enough to form the material of a whole
world. And our pleasure arises from the recognition
of this peculiar atmosphere, this suggested world that
lies behind the book itself; although such an atmos-
phere or world may not be particularly pleasing to
us in itself. To give such pleasure, however, the book
must be quite useless to us, so that our aesthetic sense
is set free, just as Mrs. Beeton's book is useless to me.
Thus, her famous prodigality, her habit of "taking"
scores of eggs, pints of cream, and the roes of strange
fish, and so forth, in order to make even a fairly
simple dish, is irritating to women, who really go to
her for advice; but to me, who ask for no advice, such
prodigality is simply delightful, and I would not have
the grand old lady deprived of a single egg. We may
look back upon this great work of hers, with its
chapters on the dignity and worth of housekeeping,
its multifarious marketing, its solemn pages on the
management of servants, its diagrams of table deco-